T his special issue of the Journal is dedicated to a topic of critical importance to all of nursing practice and to occupational health nurses in particular. Because all nursing contacts involve clients who reside in complex and sometimes hazardous physical and chemical environments, environmental health should be of great interest and concern to nurses in all practice settings.
Occupational health nurses must be interested in and knowledgeable about environmental health for the following reasons: the workplace is the source of many environmental exposures; workers live within a larger community environment; and occupational health specialists have the training and expertise to identify hazardous chemical and physical exposure situations and illnesses and must serve as a resource to their colleagues in the community.
Nurses in community health, especially those working in inner city and rural settings, have a key role in environmental health. The numerous unmet health care needs of individuals living in inner city, rural, and other underserved areas in the U.S. currently are receiving much attention. We also are recognizing that many of these individuals live in communities that 314 house more than their share of the nation's toxic exposures. As a consequence, they may be at considerably greater risk for environmental illnesses than those who live in more pristine physical environments.
Nurses who practice in these communities must have a heightened awareness of and additional training in chemical and physical exposure assessment and environmental illness and injury recognition; otherwise, many opportunities to protect the health of the communities in which we work will be missed. Because nurses are more likely to practice in these underserved areas than many of their physician counterparts, it is critical that we assume a leadership role in the area of environmental health.
In this issue of the Journal, four leaders in the field of occupational and environmental health nursing share with us their perspectives and research on the topic of environmental health.
Salazar offers an enlightening historical perspective on this topic while reminding us that nursing's origin is grounded in environmental health. Florence Nightingale viewed the environment as a fundamental cause of suffering and disease and focused on modifying the environment as a primary means of promoting health. Nightingale's approach to environmental problems is similar to the practice of occupational and environmental health today, with its emphasis on controlling health hazards by changing the physical and chemical environment in which we work and live. Salazar traces the role of the environment in nursing practice to the present time, in which she recognizes that, unfortunately, Nightingale's broad view of the environment is no longer embraced by nursing in general. She proposes that occupational health nurses work with nurses in general practice settings to help them interpret environmental health risks to communities and individuals within these communities.
Snyder presents the reader with sobering data on the widespread degradation and pollution of communities and the global environment and their adverse impact on human health. In response to this crisis in the health of the environment, federal, state, and local governments, as well as academia, have recognized the need for training increasing numbers of health professionals in occupational and environmental health. Snyder's research describes efforts to extend this spe-
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School ofNursing University of California-San Francisco cialty training to nurses already in practice. This work clearly demonstrates the urgent educational needs of nurses who are called on to address problems related to air and water quality without having the appropriate training to do so.
Neufer's article offers nurses in occupational and environmental health a state of the art, systematic approach to responding to exceedingly difficult questions from communities at risk for exposure to hazards in their environment. The article also offers essential resources available to nurses within the Agency for Toxic Substance and Disease Registry.
Finally, Rogers describes the linkage between occupational and environmental health. The occupational health nurse is in a key position to identify occupational and environmental health hazards, explore interactions, and design strategies (including legislative and policy based) to reduce both environmental and occupational health risks. This article is particularly critical for the occupational health nurse who does not have formal train-EDITORIAL ing in environmental health. Rogers identifies sentinel environmental exposures and encourages occupational health nurses to explore linkages between workplace, home, community, and lifestyle factors to identify causative agents to occupational and/or environmental illnesses and injuries.
In response to the dramatic need for more health professionals with expertise in environmental health, national attention has begun to focus on the critical role of nurses. In May 1993 the Institute of Medicine convened an advisory group of specialists in nursing and occupational and environmental health. As an outcome of this meeting, several federal agencies have committed resources to an initiative-"Enhancing Environmental Health Content in Nursing Practice." The committee will assess the current status of environmental health in nursing practice and the need for enhanced education and research, as well as provide guidance on the development, implementation, and evaluation of environmental health curricula.
The nation's workplaces and community environments are a source of many challenges to our health in the 1990s. At the same time, the decade presents unlimited opportunities for nursing practice in the areas of occupational and environmental health. As the current Administration places health care reform and the environment at the top of its agenda, nursing must assume a leadership position in enhancing the health of individuals and communities by ensuring a healthy environment in which we live and work.
